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Why being yelled at by your boss could reap payback
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Many of us have experienced the
ire of an angry boss. Getting
shouted at or sworn atin front of
colleagues, or being humiliated
for making amistake - these are
often seen as unfortunate but
inevitable side effects of today’s
high-pressure workplace.

Forindividuals on the receiving
end, such experiences can be
frustrating and demotivating at the
least, or at worst even lead to the
employee deciding to quit his job.

After confrontational situations
like this, it is common to assume
that the bossin question goeson to
simply pretend nothing has
happened or even quietly blame
the employee for the outburst.

Yet thereisalso often another
side to the story, one that might
even prove beneficial to those who,
on the face of it, can seem to be the
victims of the outburst. In a study
with colleagues at the National

. University of Singapore Business
. School, and atuniversities in the
: United States, we found that in

: many cases, bossesin these

. situations feel guilt over their

: actions and try to make amends.

Published in March last year, our

: study centres on a psychological
. conceptknown as “moral cleansing :
. theory”, which takes the view that
. people seek tobalance their moral
. andimmoral actions and thus

. maintain what they see as their

: moral self-image. Engaging in

. confrontational, immoral or

: norm-violating ways dampens this
. self-image, prompting individuals
. toseek compensatory behaviours

. that subsequently “cleanse” their

. feelings of immorality and restore

. their moralimage. :
. Placing this theory in a workplace :
. context, we suggest thataboss’

: confrontation with a member of

. staff can trigger two key

: components of moral concern -

. careand justice. This weakens the

. boss’moral self-image, leading him
. totry tocompensate for the

: confrontation by seeking to makeit :
: up to the abused staff member.

Totest this out, we conducted a

! pair of studies involving bosses and
. theirimmediate followers in China
. over aperiod of two weeks. In the

. firststudy, both parties were

: surveyedat the end of each

: workday - bosses were asked to

. assess their abusive behaviour

towards their staff, while followers

: were asked toreportontheir boss’
: constructive behaviours. We

: surveyed 34 managersand 85

. subordinates, all from a real estate
: firmbased in south-west China.

Ourresults showed that bosses

: who engaged in abusive behaviour

: evoked amomentary experience of
. guilt towards the follower, in turn

. prompting the boss to engage in

. twospecific types of behaviour.

: Oneis supportive, such as showing

concern for followers and looking

. out for their welfare. The other is
: directive, which can mean

. clarifying work goals and job

. expectations, maintaining open
: channels of communication or

: otherstepsaimed athelping the
. follower in question to excel.

Inasecond study, we thenaskeda

: group ofbosses to complete a survey

: atmiddayof each workday to assess
. theirabusive behaviour and

: psychological experiences during

: thepreceding morning. Then, at the
: end ofthe workday, their direct

: followers were surveyed torate

. theirboss’reparative actions that

: hadoccurredin the afternoon. For

: this study, we surveyed 72 bosses

: and 72immediate subordinates

: from amanufacturing firm basedin
: south-east China.

Our analysis showed that in

: addition to feeling guilty after

: behaving abusively, leaders also

: perceive aloss of moral credits and
: thereforeactively engage in more

: supportive and directive reparative
: behaviours afterwards.

We found that theseresults

: dependon two critical factors. First,
: abusive bosses compensate for their
: wrongdoing only when they have a

¢ high sensitivity formoral issues at

: work or when they frequently

: engageinmoralreflection. And

: second, abusive bosses must also

: possessmoral courage to face their

: pastwrongdoingand astrong

: willpower touphold moral

: principles. In other words, only

: morallyattentive and courageous
: bosses will engage inreparative
: actions after mistreating followers.

So what does this mean for

: followers, bossesand companiesin
: handlingabusive situations?

For followers, our study reinforces

: something theylikely have already

: sensed - thatbosseswhoare

: abusiveatone moment maybe

: supportive and helpfullater. With

: thatinmind, followers should be

: encouraged tolearn to cope with

: occasional instances of abusive

: leaderbehaviour. Forexample,

: rather than withdrawing from work
. orretaliating, followers could seize
: the opportunity tohave more

. constructive conversations with

. their bosses and encourage themto
: engageinmore supportive and

. directive behaviours in the future.

: Ourresearch suggests that most

: bosses will respond constructively

: totheserequests to compensate for
. their prior wrongdoing.

Forbosses who might perpetrate

: abusive supervisor behaviour and
: feelimmoralasaresult, itis
: importantto go the extramile and
: perform more constructive

: leadership behaviours than normal.

: Beingaleader doesn’t mean thatyou
. willalways behave appropriately.

: Butonce outbursts dooccur, itis

. important to find ways to apologise

. toyour followers and do something

: tomakeup for it. Doing so helps

. createahealthier work

: environment for your employees.

Ourresearch should also

. encourage companies toimplement
. training programmes to help

: managers improve their leadership

. andinterpersonalskillsand curb

: abusive behaviour in the first place.

: Tobolster moral attentiveness, they
: might consider ethics training

. programmes to encourage

. employees toregularly reflect on

: their misbehaviour at work.

At the firmlevel, managers or

. humanresources departments may
: also consider setting standards for

. apologies and forgiveness. This

: could be done by instituting policies
. thatencourage employees to be

: morally courageous and to

: proactively make amends for any

: misbehaviour.
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